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Kata and Japanese Culture

analogy for this sort of kata is the pottery mold (igata). With
a pottery mold one can, at any time, recreate an identical copy
of the original “work” of art. If one, after long years of practice,
is able to master a beautiful kata, one can then, at any time,
recreate a beautiful katachi. However, this is only possible if
the spiritual and physical condition of the “performer” is
exactly the same when each “performance” is undertaken.

In this case, how do kata and katachi differ? | like to call
kata which has thus been mastered “kata as form.” This, of
course, is closely related to katachi, but it is something that
transcends mere structure (katachi). In this sense, it is similar
to the Greek word idea or eidos, but whereas these terms are
thought to represent a reality which transcends structure, kata
only reveals itself in its concrete form of structured action
(katachi). Transcendence, as far as kata is concerned, is a
transcendence which demands a unity of outer and inner
worlds, of the transcendent and the corporeal.

The influence of the world beyond our sense perception and
the material world of our senses can be seen in both. Kata
contains aspects both of Greek metaphysics which places
ultimate value in the transcendent and a sort of metaphysics
different from the Greeks in which there is no distinction
between this world and the other and in which transcendence
can occur in this material world.

When Japanese people first became conscious of this “kata
as form,” kata was still in its formative or primitive stage.
Words connected with the phenomenon of kata in this early
period included terms such as katagi (wooden form), katazome
(stencil), igata (pottery mold), etc. All of them were clearly
related to the idea of “kata as form.”

The beauty seen in this “kata as form,” which had developed

over a long period of trial and error, came to be treasured by
the Japanese people. Beginning with the art of flower
arrangement (kado), which demands the proper arrangement

»ow

of “heaven,” “earth,” and “humanity,” one can see evidence of
a basic kata which covers the entire cosmos, but which in this
case has been condensed into a miniature cosmos of its own.

Moreover, in order to realize the beauty of kata of this sort,
we are forced to forget ourselves and enter into a state of
mindlessness (mushin) in which all things proceed effortlessly
according to nature. And in order to place oneself into this
state of mindlessness it is necessary to train one’s body and
mind for over a long period. The process of such training has
come to be known as “the way” (michi/do), which contains
within itself a certain religiosity.

Of course, one cannot do without innate talent and physical
training. But on the other hand, these qualities are insufficient.
Ultimately, kata involves the cultivation of the heart/mind
(kokoro). It is not enough to simply perfect one’s skill in a
certain area. An episode relating to Yamaoka Tesshu, the
famous swordsman, is instructive. After years of training in
swordsmanship, Tessha felt he could advance no further. He
took up Zen and practiced meditation for fourteen years
before achieving a certain enlightenment; it was only then that
he was able to make any progress with his swordsmanship.

A unity of “heart/mind” (shin/kokoro), “talent” (gi/waza),
and “body” (tai/karada) is demanded at the last stage of the
cultivation of kata. In Japan, the beauty of kata is thought to
involve that initial actualization of the change from a state of
existence in which spirit and body are divided into one in
which they are united. The world of the arts in Japan, including

the martial arts, demands this sort of deep spirituality.
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